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As if health care reform and the information revolution are not sufficiently challenging, health sciences librarians are grappling with a cultural change called, among other things, total quality management (TQM). The literature on quality management is growing, though the application of TQM in the library environment is sparsely represented. I looked forward to actually reading a whole book on the subject.
This collection of articles is copublished in the first 1993 After an opening chapter on validity, reasons to read, and ways to approach an article, Dr. Gehlbach follows with four chapters on study design, including general considerations and the case-control, cross-sectional, follow-up, and experimental approaches. Next is a chapter on measurements, followed by six chapters on interpretation, covering distributions, averages, and the normal; statistical significance and statistical tests; sensitivity, specificity, and predictive value; risk; and causes. The concluding chapters are devoted to case series, editorials, and reviews.
Throughout this book, concepts are concisely defined with examples from the literature, along with tables graphically illustrating the concepts. Summaries of important information to be remembered are provided at the completion of each chapter for additional reinforcement. Further memory assistance is provided with thought-provoking questions to be considered in evaluating each kind of study. These reinforcing methods significantly enhance the learning process, another unique feature that sets this book apart from others in this genre. Moreover, Dr. Gehlbach accentuates how statistics can be misused when they are actually meaningless. One excellent example follows:
In an article on the prevention of injuries to children in automobiles, a series of 200 roadside observations was made of safety practices and their relationship to other "characteristics of the journey." A positive relationship was found between children riding in the rear seat (a good safety practice) and the number of adults riding in the automobile. This finding is reported as statistically significant at the P < .001 level. Impressive! But at second glance, it is hardly an insight likely to revolutionize highway safety. The percentage of children in the back seat rises as the number of adults in the automobile increases. Children have to sit somewhere, and since adults usually lay claim to the front seat, the kids get displaced to the back. Attaching a fancy P value to trivial observations does little to enhance their importance [p. 158] .
As one can perceive from the above quote, the pithy writing style is indeed entertaining to read, but the book is also well documented, with the numerous references used as examples cited after each chapter and coupled with an excellent index offering direct access to each of the epidemiological principles. Of special interest to librarians is the author's advocacy of seeking the help of a medical librarian rather than relying on the "undocumented recollections of our colleagues" when collecting experience on a clinical need, as we have all tried to convince our medical faculty (p. 233-4). He also advises caution in the use of review articles and that "finding all the research reports on a topic is not easy." Dr. Gehlbach further assists librarians in warning of the inherent risks of lack of absolute comprehensiveness in one computerized source and encourages consultation of more than one source (p. 244).
Finally, this book speaks to medical librarians as well as to medical students and clinicians. Many of our research activities concentrate on areas in the health sciences, and, currently, we are becoming involved in outcome studies as a result of curriculum reform. A solid knowledge of epidemiology and biostatistics is essential.
With this third edition, Dr. Gehlbach has contributed a superb addition to the books in this everincreasing critical arena of literature evaluation. Interpreting the Medical Literature provides the key for anyone who is struggling to unlock the mysteries surrounding epidemiology and biostatistics in discerning what is truly "digestible" in the medical literature.
